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Abstract 
Indigenous Standpoint Theory (IST) pertains to the integration of Indigenous 
knowledge into programs involving Indigenous people. Integration of Indigenous 
knowledge is not unusual. The benefits have long been experienced in biodiversity 
and conservation (Hellier, Newton & Gaona, 1999), agroforestry (Walker, Sinclair 
and Thapa, 1995) and climate change, agriculture, forestry, animal husbandry, 
fisheries, and water resources (Srinivasan, 2004). Introduction of an Indigenous 
Standpoint Theory presents the opportunity to explore options to enhance Vocational 
Education and Training (VET) for indigenous people.  Currently, integration of 
Indigenous knowledge in the VET curriculum is limited.  
This paper outlines a case study on the experiences and challenges of a non-
Indigenous Technical and Further Education (TAFE) teacher who has been working 
with Indigenous learners and communities in regional Queensland for over eight 
years. Her challenges have caused tensions and influenced the design and 
development of relatively innovative approaches in service delivery for Indigenous 
learners and communities she was engaged with.  The paper analyses her revised 
approaches and strategies for improved training and learning services for Indigenous 
people against a set of critical factors identified by Miller (2005), and highlights 
issues and challenges in integrating IST.  
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Indigenous Standpoint Theory 
 
Indigenous Standpoint theory suggests that teachers and trainers integrate Indigenous 
knowledge into the curriculum in order to make learning and its application more 
relevant to Indigenous people. Indigenous knowledge is known as traditional 
knowledge or local knowledge which is generated on an on-going basis by 
communities through periods of intimate experiences with the local environment and 
situations.  It is often unique to particular cultures and society, and is transferred from 
generation to generation.  
 
Indigenous cultures comprise of complex sets of beliefs, values, systems, practices 
and traditions which form an essential part of the lives of Indigenous Australians. 
Often spiritual and religious aspects are intertwined, making it very difficult to 
decipher the composites of the cultural practices.  Practices and beliefs that have been 
maintained by several generations may appear to have no rationality to cultural 
outsiders (non-indigenous persons or those external to particular indigenous 
communities). Aspects of Indigenous culture that are protected as sacred knowledge 
are even more difficult for non Indigenous people to access and understand. Sacred 
knowledge is restricted to specific groups and not accessible even to other Indigenous 
individuals from outside particular community groups.  Many cultural values and 
beliefs are passed on from generation to generation through observation and 
modelling the elders. This type of transfer takes place only if there is the right 
environment and context.  
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Integration of Indigenous knowledge exemplifies culturally pluralistic instruction 
(Scheel & Branch, 1993). It elevates Indigenous pedagogy by contextualising the 
content into meaningful cultural and social perspective that Indigenous learners and 
their communities can relate to.  This form of enculturation is a well regarded 
dimension of constructivism derived from socio-cultural theories (see Vygotsky, 
1978).   
 
“By recognising that learning is culturally and socially contextualised, the design 
process becomes grounded and located within the communities and individuals for 
whom the learning materials are intended (McLaughlin & Oliver, 2000, p. 67).” 
 
Enculturation of knowledge with its contestation of meanings is also embedded in the 
situated learning dimension of transformational learning theory.   
 
Henderson (1996, p. 86) asserts that “Instructional design cannot and does not exist 
outside of a consideration of culture.” According to McLaughlin & Oliver (2000) 
there are three approaches to instructional design that are weak in cultural dimensions 
of learning and pedagogy: 
 
(i) inclusive or perspective approach which imports the social, cultural and 
historical perspectives of minority groups, but does not challenge the 
dominant culture and is therefore cosmetic; 
(ii) inverted curriculum approach which attempts to design an instructional 
component from the minority perspective but fails to provide the learners 
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with educationally valid experiences as it does not admit them into the 
mainstream culture; 
(iii) culturally unidimensional approach which excludes or denies cultural 
diversity and assumes that educational experiences are the same for 
minority as they are for others (McLaughlin & Oliver, 2000, p. 61-62). 
 
Consequently these three approaches to instructional design may be limited in their 
applicability in Indigenous contexts.  
 
Integration of Indigenous knowledge has resulted in highly successful programs in 
areas such as biodiversity and conservation (Hellier, Newton & Gaona, 1999), 
agroforestry (Walker, Sinclair and Thapa, 1995), and climate change, agriculture, 
forestry, animal husbandry, fisheries, and water resources (Srinivasan, 2004). Its 
value as a powerful asset and social capital encourages ownership and incites social 
responsibility. The following guiding principles developed by Srivinivasan (2004) for 
the integration of indigenous knowledge developed for these fields could easily be 
applied in the VET sector:  
 
• Bottom-up participatory approach 
• Establishment of partnerships 
• Win-win situations  
• Demand-driven 
• Sustainability dimension  
• Periodic assessment 
• Outreach strategies and technology transfer  
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• Capacity building and public awareness  
  
Using Indigenous Standpoint Pedagogy (ISP) teachers and trainers could jointly re-
design and deliver curriculum through Indigenous community participation, thereby 
introducing and maintaining Indigenous standpoints and perspectives. However, 
accessing, translating and integrating Indigenous knowledge is full of challenges for 
both Indigenous as well as non-Indigenous practitioners. A set of major steps for 
integration into VET could include. 
 
• Documentation of indigenous knowledge  
• Awareness and observation of a particular strategies or solutions applied by 
Indigenous people for training with employment outcomes  
• Motivation to use indigenous knowledge to enhance situations at the local 
level 
• Validation of the role of local practice  
• Evaluation of both indigenous and formal VET program strategies  
• Utilization and integration of the most suitable approaches in policies  
• Dissemination and communication about successful strategies.  
 
The success of the above steps (derived from Srinivasan’s list) relies on a thorough 
understanding of Indigenous learners and communities. The challenge for trainers is 
to access Indigenous knowledge and negotiate their contested meaning to gain 
contextual understanding. For this, the importance of transformative learning is 
accentuated by Mezirow (1999): 
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“… with its emphasis on contextual understanding, critical reflection on assumptions 
and validating meaning through discourse, [transformative learning] is so important.”     
 
Cultural discourses and critical reflection are not foreign to Indigenous Australians. 
They engage in these on a regular basis when communities get together to share, 
discuss and negotiate issues pertaining to local needs. By following the 
communication protocols of the local communities, trainers could engage in such 
discourses to gain Indigenous knowledge, and correctly interpret these, test any 
assumptions and assess the validity of beliefs thereby gain an understanding of the 
cultural rationalities. The discourses should not be about verifying beliefs, rather to 
critically examine beliefs to understand the frames of reference of the Indigenous 
adult learners and to validate their own. 
   
VET Pedagogy for Indigenous Australians 
 
There is much literature on pedagogical approaches and strategies to meet the needs 
of Indigenous learners and communities (eg. Balatti, Gargano, Goldman, Wood & 
Woodlock, 2004; Construction Training Queensland, 1997; Govender, 2000; Henry, 
Arnott, Brabham, Clark, Ellis & Torres, 1999). These are based on the assumption 
that the content is already sound. The Indigenous Standpoint Theory advocates the 
integration of Indigenous knowledge to improve the relevance of the learning content. 
Such integration is not an easy task for cultural outsiders.  
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A systemic review of research by Miller (2005) identified seven key factors that lead 
to positive and improved outcomes for Indigenous Australians. The relationship 
between these is illustrated in the figure below.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
[Source: Miller, 2005, p. 39] 
 
According to Miller (2005) all of the above factors must be present in any learning or 
training program designed for Indigenous people.  
 
Mathias’ (1995) framework for promoting the use of Indigenous knowledge suggests 
activities for discussion.  To increase and improve information on Indigenous 
knowledge she suggests: 
 
• Recording and documenting Indigenous knowledge. 
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• Validating Indigenous knowledge 
• Testing field methods for recording and using Indigenous knowledge 
• Making information available. 
 
To enhance the application of Indigenous knowledge Mathias suggests the following: 
 
• Raising awareness of the value of Indigenous knowledge among locals, 
participating stakeholders and networks, including teachers, and policy makers 
• Providing guidelines on how Indigenous knowledge could be used 
• Providing tool and methods for recording and using Indigenous knowledge 
• Training users in field tools and methods 
• Packaging materials for different user groups. 
 
While these steps are feasible, diversity in the Indigenous languages, cultures and sub-
cultures and the respective cultural sensitivities present major challenges to VET 
providers.  It is important to acknowledge that a single approach with all communities 
is not the answer. 
 
Case Study  
 
During the conceptualisation of this paper, both authors of this paper engaged in 
collegial discussions about the theories and principles of training for Indigenous 
learners and Indigenous Standpoint Theory. Julie Woodlock, who has been working 
with Indigenous learners and their communities wrote about her experiences as a 
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trainer.  Her story continued to be refined through an iterative process of questions, 
reflections and elaboration on her approaches to integrating IST. 
   
Julie’s initial experiences began with the Bwgcolman community on Palm Island, 
comprising a very diverse group of people from about 45 mainland tribes. This 
community is in no way homogenous although there are certain commonalities among 
them. Julie realised that cross-cultural understanding was a two-way process and that 
much of this understanding originated from elders in the group or those recognised as 
‘cultural teachers’.    
 
One of the most significant lessons she gained at the beginning of her career was to 
“respect and to wait”, in “Indigenous”, not “non Indigenous” time. This required 
time and patience which presented a challenge in meeting her organisational goals 
within defined timelines.  With continued interactions with the community, Julie’s 
first lesson (respect and wait) provided meaningful and deeper understanding about 
the value of negotiation, mutual respect and establishing a ‘level playing field’. She 
appreciated the need to “respect and wait”. 
 
Despite a concerted and deliberate effort to understand Indigenous cultures and 
positions, Julie acknowledges the complexities of Indigenous cultures and a near 
impossibility for cultural outsiders to fully grasp the knowledge, values, beliefs and 
spiritual positions. So how do non-indigenous trainers design and deliver appropriate 
programs from an Indigenous Standpoint? How do they access indigenous knowledge 
and integrate these in the context of particular indigenous learners or communities?  
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Julie began to appreciate that in a level playing field she was a teacher as well as a 
learner.  
 
Julie began confronting her frames of reference and meaning schemes. She recognised 
the socio-cultural origins of her meaning schemes, and realised some of her personal 
biases and prejudices.  This discovery caused disequilibrium and tensions.  
 
Julie attributes her progressive change in strategies to two key approaches to gaining 
input, support and participation from Indigenous learners and communities. These 
approaches incorporate both the design and delivery of the learning environment and 
the way she interprets and reinterprets these approaches to meet the needs of the 
community of learners.  
 
Firstly, Miller’s (2005) six of seven critical factors underpinned the design and 
delivery of all the programs that Julie had responsibility for. Secondly, she 
approached her challenges using binaries which broadened her considerations when 
creating a more culturally inclusive learning environment and developing new 
measures and strategies in service delivery for Indigenous learners and communities.   
 
The following paragraphs demonstrate the integration of six of the seven critical 
factors identified by Miller (2005):    
 
♦ community ownership and involvement 
♦ the incorporation of Indigenous identities, cultures, knowledge and values 
♦ the establishment of ‘true’ partnerships 
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♦ flexibility in course design, content and delivery 
♦ quality staff and committed advocacy 
♦ extensive student support services (Miller, 2005 p. 5) 
 
Responsibility for Miller’s (2005) seventh factor (appropriate funding that allows for 
sustainability) lies with the funding agents.  
 
The integration of Indigenous knowledge in VET is not commonplace. The few 
examples that do exist are largely through informal negotiations and consultations that 
individual practitioners initiate. Julie fosters and maintains relationships with 
Indigenous communities and engages them in active participation. A Community of 
Advocates and Learning Partners (CALPs), initiated through the curriculum, engages 
the community. It provides opportunities and welcoming spaces for Indigenous 
participants and encourages them to play an active role in restoring and building 
cultural capital, as well as being mentors and positive role models for the students.  
  
In 1999, Julie set up an integrated model to deliver language, literacy  and numeracy 
to those doing VET. The Council, Community Development and Employment 
Program (CDEP), QBuild and teachers involved in the delivery (i.e both literacy and 
content specialists) had input. Involvement of a range of stakeholders informed a 
comprehensive and holistic approach to improving services. In April 2006 a group of 
tutors, teachers and student support officers set up a wikispace for the students to 
communicate virtually.  The site provides a snapshot of what others are doing and 
encourages students to communicate. The Learning Pathways and the wikispace 
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provide flexibility in design, content and delivery as well as extensive student support 
services. 
 
All this demonstrates true partnership between the communities, training and other 
service providers in the community. The community maintains some ownership of the 
program.  Gradually, Indigenous identities, cultures, knowledge and values are being 
incorporated in the course through increasing participation by the elders. To forge and 
establish true partnership Julie had to gain the trust of the community. This took time.   
  
Julie’s experience has taught her that integration of Indigenous knowledge and the 
application of IST in VET will take time. This will no doubt create tensions between 
the administrative, management and accountability frameworks of the current VET 
system because the Indigenous world is not constrained by time and space (Hughes & 
More, 1997).  
 
Binaries 
 
The following set of binaries illustrates examples of how Julie acknowledged her 
limiting position. Through a process of self-interrogation, she questioned the validity 
of her own assumptions and parameters to venture beyond her pre-determined 
paradigms. She examined and reflected on the tensions they created to explore new 
solutions. She was both a teacher as well as a learner who was balancing Indigenous 
and Non-Indigenous (organisational) timeframes to achieve the goals of VET 
programs for Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people in north Queensland.   
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(i) Past and Future  
“Look back before we move forward”, was a piece of advice from one of the 
respected elders.  What the elder meant was that the process of thinking and 
acknowledging leads one to thoroughly reflect on, ‘what has been” and then prepare 
for “where do we want to head”.  
 
Research still indicates weak completion and employment outcomes for Indigenous 
people.   
 
Most training does not fit the meaning and purpose of community life, and the 
connection between adult education, vocational education and training and 
employment pathways is not linked into any future planning processes that 
take account of community aims and aspirations (Kral & Falk, 2004, p. 35). 
 
For genuine change processes through VET, TAFE’s systems would need to 
reconsider outcomes, budgets and timelines, and be especially negotiated for 
Indigenous contexts.     
 
(ii) Capital and Loss 
 
Vocational Education and Training has a strong agenda focusing on employment 
outcomes. This is a capitalist view that disadvantages many qualified Indigenous 
workers.  With fewer opportunities being made available for Indigenous people, 
compared to non indigenous people, there is disparity in employment outcomes (e.g 
Miller, 2005). Miller’s (2005) research shows that this becomes a de-motivating 
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factor to engage in VET because training is valued for its quality and relatedness 
(Hugh & More, 1997). From industry and government perspective, weak employment 
outcomes are seen as a loss.   
 
As a trainer, Julie values the ‘capital’ that Indigenous people have, as a diverse race of 
people: a history of survival, diversity, spiritual knowledge, ancient legends, closeness 
of family, and connection with land. To do this, quality staff, committed advocacy 
(including key stakeholders) and extensive support services need to be openly 
recognised as part of building ‘true partnerships’. 
 
 (iii) Cultural Knowledge and Vocational Knowledge 
 
Integration of cultural and vocational knowledge should begin with providing 
opportunities to Australian Indigenous students to appreciate their history, cultures 
and identify whilst enabling the acquisition of a suite of competencies that are part of 
vocational education and training.  This approach is described as built in, not bolted 
on by Bean (2004). 
 
(iv) Institution based and Distributed delivery 
 
The Barrier Reef Institute of TAFE, where Julie works, provides more flexibility in 
course design, content and delivery through its ‘Distributed Delivery’ methodologies. 
This allows trainers to choose appropriate modes of delivery to meet the needs of the 
learners and their living contexts, thereby ’…crossing boundaries of distance and time 
and integrating information and communication technology into teaching and 
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learning‘ (Barrier Reef Institute of TAFE, 2004).  Where appropriate, a blended 
approach is utilised.  
 
The tensions expounded by Julie demonstrate considerable tensions that exist with the 
traditional models of VET delivery and the underlying principles. The time and 
economic restraints are immediately obvious because current ‘training’ models are 
driven by a fixed amount of resources to be used in a set period of time. The 
flexibility and reflections provided in Julie’s case are interesting, but the current 
outcomes driven models are based on immediacy rather than evolution. For others to 
overcome such tensions, ‘training’ programs for teachers to embrace IST will 
certainly be challenging. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Julie’s experience has taught her that integration of Indigenous knowledge and the 
application of IST in VET will take time. One has to firstly build trusting 
relationships with Indigenous individuals and communities and work together with 
them for successful IST. This will no doubt create tensions between the 
administrative, management and accountability frameworks of the current VET 
system. Through a process of self-interrogation, she questioned the validity of her 
own assumptions and parameters to venture beyond her pre-determined paradigms. 
She examined and reflected on the tensions they created to explore new solutions. She 
was both a teacher as well as a learner responsible for VET programs for Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander people in north Queensland. Reflections on her role and 
functions raise the following questions: 
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• How can VET help Indigenous learners and their communities achieve their 
aspirations for skills for self-development, employment, community 
development and self-determination (Miller,2005)?   
• How do we fund delivery in remote areas and ensure extensive services are 
made available to students? How do we address issues of access to education? 
• How to use the learnings about the past to plan for the future?   
• How to provide spaces in learning that allow restoration, respect and 
responsibility for Indigenous Australians to create better opportunities through 
VET? 
• How to integrate evolving cultural knowledge, values and beliefs into 
curriculum design and development?    
• How do we build cultural capital at local levels and validate that knowledge? 
 
Questions relating to Mathias’ (1995) framework for promoting the use of Indigenous 
knowledge also resonate: 
 
• How to record and document Indigenous knowledge? 
• How to validate Indigenous knowledge? 
• How to test field methods of recording and using Indigenous knowledge? 
• How to make information meaningful and available? 
 
There are no simple solutions to the above questions.  However, the potential for true 
partnerships to optimise outcomes for Indigenous people and their communities 
remains limited, therefore a key barrier for Indigenous Standpoint Theory. 
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